
The Prince Who Bloomed Only for Me

A Cozy Royal Romance with Talking Flowers, Birds, and a Spring Festival Kiss

Selene Vale

Table of Contents

Chapter1: The White Bird Falls on a Spring Morning

Chapter2: The Lost Forest and the Young Man with a Flower Crown

Chapter3: One Bud Learns a Secret

Chapter4: The Palace Garden Sleeps

Chapter5: No One Told Me You Were a Prince

Chapter6: Loose Ribbons in the Flower Market

Chapter7: The Bird Post Tower and a Rumor of Love

Chapter8: The Queen’s Garden and the Silent Flowers

Chapter9: The Bride Candidate Smiles Kindly

Chapter10: The First Sign of a Petal Squall

Chapter11: The Words We Could Not Say in the Rainlit Greenhouse

Chapter12: The Flowers That Know the Prince’s Smile

Chapter13: The Old Flower Crown and the Little Prince

Chapter14: The Spring Promise My Mother Left Behind

Chapter15: The Ball Flowers Hate Lies

Chapter16: The Night We Almost Spoke

Chapter17: The Flower Crown Maker Goes Home

Chapter18: The Girl Who Opened the Birdcage

Chapter19: On the Morning of the Spring Crown Festival, the Flower Still Sleeps

Chapter20: Not as a Prince, but in My Own Words

Chapter21: When the Blessing Bloom Opens

Chapter22: The Prince of Flower Crowns and the Girl Who Chose Spring

Afterword

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter1: The White Bird Falls on a Spring Morning
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The marigolds started whispering before sunrise.

That was rude of them, really. Spring Crown Festival morning was the one morning in the year when every decent flower in Bellwick was supposed to wake happy, stretch its petals, and sing about ribbons, dew, and love. Instead, the marigolds outside our shop window trembled in their clay pots and muttered so low that I almost snipped through the wrong stem.

“Cold,” one of them said.

“It isn’t cold,” I whispered back, holding a half-made crown of daisies against my apron. “You’re sitting in a patch of sun, and if you complain any louder, Aunt Mabel will think I forgot to water you again.”

“Not cold here,” the marigold said. Its little orange face turned east, toward the pale line of morning beyond the village roofs. “Cold there.”

The daisies in my hands shivered.

I stilled.

Bellwick was not a quiet village, not on festival morning. Even before the bakers opened their shutters, there were cart wheels creaking along the lane, hens scolding from behind fences, children chasing each other with ribbon streamers, and someone’s uncle singing badly near the well. The whole village smelled of yeast, river mist, crushed leaves, and the sweet green bite of stems freshly cut.

Still, beneath it all, I heard the flowers.

Not all at once. Never all at once. Most mornings, their voices brushed past like bees: thirsty, sunny, too tight, move me, lovely ribbon, that boy is lying about the tulips, and Emilia, your braid is crooked. I had learned to listen without looking as though I was listening. People accepted a flower crown maker talking to flowers more easily if she did not look too serious about it.

This morning, the voices did not tease.

The marigolds turned east.

The daisies stopped humming.

The pale blue forget-me-nots in the washbasin by my elbow curled inward and whispered, “The palace garden is asleep.”

My fingers tightened around the crown.

A ribbon slid off the table and pooled at my shoe.

“Asleep?” I asked.

The forget-me-nots gave the smallest nods a flower could manage. “All closed. All waiting. Even the old bloom. Especially the old bloom.”

“The old bloom where?”

They shut their petals halfway and pretended not to hear.

I leaned closer. “You cannot say something like that and then become decorative.”

A daisy near my thumb said, “Palace.”

Then the entire tableful of flowers rustled as if a hand had passed over them.

I stared at them, the cut stems damp beneath my fingers. Palace meant the capital. Palace meant white stone walls, royal gardens, gold-thread banners, and people who owned gloves just for walking through rooms. Palace did not mean our little flower crown shop in Bellwick, where the roof leaked over the back shelf whenever it rained sideways and where Aunt Mabel kept her biscuit tin behind the seed jars because she thought I did not know.

“Emilia!” Aunt Mabel called from the back room. “If you’re charming the daisies again, tell them to work faster. We have twenty-three crowns due before noon, and the pink ribbons have gone missing.”

“They have not gone missing,” I called back. “They’re under the lavender basket.”

Aunt Mabel appeared in the doorway with a coil of ivy over one shoulder and a smear of green on her cheek. “That is not missing, then. That is hiding with purpose.”

She was broad-hipped, bright-eyed, and impossible to hurry unless she wanted to be hurried. Her gray-brown hair was twisted up in a knot with two knitting needles and a sprig of rosemary she had forgotten was there. She looked at the table, then at my face.

“Oh, no,” she said. “You’ve got that look.”

“I have several looks.”

“That one says a plant has told you something inconvenient.”

The marigolds rustled in agreement. Traitors.

I set down the half-made crown. “The flowers say the palace garden is asleep.”

Aunt Mabel’s smile faded, not all the way, but enough that the morning felt cooler. “The palace garden?”

“That’s what they said.”

She came closer and laid the ivy beside the daisies. “Flowers say many things on festival mornings. Last year the pansies accused Mrs. Larkspur of singing off-key.”

“She was singing off-key.”

“Yes, but they needn’t have carried on for three hours.” Aunt Mabel wiped her hands on her apron. “Did they say anything else?”

“The old bloom is waiting.”

For a breath, she looked not at me, but at the small wooden box on the highest shelf behind the counter.

I followed her glance before I could stop myself.

The box was plain, dark from age, and polished smooth at the edges from my mother’s hands and then mine. Inside lay the silver flower shears she had left me, wrapped in a strip of soft blue cloth. I used them only for delicate work. Never for thick stems. Never when my hands were shaking.

Aunt Mabel turned back too quickly. “Well,” she said, brisk again, “old things do like to be dramatic.”

“Aunt.”

“What?”

“You made your voice too cheerful.”

“So did you.”

The lavender basket sneezed out a puff of pollen, and three sparrows on the sill burst into giggles.

“Not now,” I told them.

One sparrow hopped along the sill, chest puffed. “Festival! Crowns! Breadcrumbs!”

“Breadcrumbs later.”

“Now!”

Aunt Mabel pointed at the bird without looking. “Tell them the first sparrow to steal ribbon gets tied into a wreath.”

The sparrow gasped. “Cruel woman!”

“She says you’re cruel,” I said.

“She’s correct. Back to work.”

Work should have steadied me. It usually did. There was comfort in stems laid in order, in choosing which flower sat beside which, in making something round and whole out of separate, fragile things. Bellwick’s Spring Crown Festival orders filled every corner of our shop: white clover crowns for children, rosemary and daffodil rings for newlyweds, sturdy ivy garlands for the inn, violets for widows who liked to complain but cried when we remembered their favorite color, and one enormous wreath for the baker’s front door because Mr. Honeybell believed any door worth decorating was worth over-decorating.

I tied, twisted, tucked, and pinned.

Outside, Bellwick woke wider.

The baker’s twins ran past with yellow ribbons tied to their elbows. The dairy cart stopped in front of our shop, and old Mr. Brindle shouted that his cow had eaten three festival bows and did bows count as flowers, because if so, she was very festive inside. Aunt Mabel told him to bring the cow around later and we would make her a crown large enough to shame every other cow in the valley.

The roses beside the door preened at that.

“Cows have no taste,” one rose said.

“You droop if someone wears brown near you,” I murmured.

“Brown is a moral failing.”

I laughed under my breath and reached for a cluster of white bellflowers.

Their little heads trembled before my fingers touched them.

“Not that way,” they whispered.

“What way?”

“East wind. Wrong birds.”

I lifted my head.

At first I heard only the village, the same festival clatter as always. Then, above the tiled roofs and chimneys, a flock of finches burst from the direction of the road that led toward the capital. They flew low and fast, not in their usual dipping play, but in a scattered rush. A blackbird followed them, then two gray doves, then a robin with a red ribbon stuck to one claw.

All of them were talking at once.

“Too many petals!”

“Tower bells!”

“Garden quiet!”

“Move, move, move!”

One finch smacked into our hanging sign, bounced off with a squeak, and landed upside down in the basket of moss.

I hurried over. “Are you hurt?”

The finch blinked at me from the moss. “Dignity broken.”

“That happens to all of us.”

“Palace wrong,” it said, fluffing itself upright. “Big garden won’t wake. Birds told to sing, flowers wouldn’t answer. Very embarrassing.”

Aunt Mabel had gone still behind me. “What did it say?”

“The palace garden won’t wake.”

The finch shook moss from its feathers. “Also crumbs?”

“No crumbs until you can fly straight.”

It gave me a deeply offended look and hopped onto the counter.

Aunt Mabel crossed her arms. “Birds from the capital do not usually come all the way to Bellwick before breakfast.”

“No.”

“And palace flowers do not usually complain to village daisies.”

“No.”

“And you are about to do that thing where you pretend you can keep working while your heart is already out the door.”

I looked at the unfinished crowns. Twenty-three before noon. More if people came in at the last moment, and they always did. Festival morning made everyone suddenly remember someone they loved and had failed to prepare for.

“I am not out the door,” I said.

The carnations in the green jug muttered, “One foot.”

“I heard that.”

Aunt Mabel took the half-made daisy crown from me and examined the join. “Messy.”

“It is not messy.”

“It is festival morning messy. Different from ordinary messy, but still messy.” She sat down at the worktable with a sigh that sounded larger than she was. “Hand me the yellow thread.”

I handed it to her.

She worked faster than I did, which was unfair because she also talked more while doing it. “Your mother would have made that same face.”

I looked at the shears box again.

Aunt Mabel followed my gaze. Her fingers slowed on the daisy stems. “She heard flowers before she heard people, some days.”

“I know.”

“She once burned an entire pan of honey cakes because a peony claimed the clouds were gossiping.”

I smiled. “Were they?”

“No idea. The cakes were ruined either way.” Aunt Mabel tied the thread with a sharp little tug. “But she used to say, if a flower says help, you listen before you decide whether you can afford to.”

The words landed too close to the place beneath my ribs that had already been tight since the marigolds first whispered.

I rubbed my thumb over a bit of sticky sap on my finger. “I remember.”

“You were very small.”

“I remember her saying it.” My voice came out quieter than I meant. “Not her face that day. Just her hands. She was washing soil from under her nails, and she told me flowers ask softly because people teach them no one is listening.”

Aunt Mabel’s mouth pulled to one side. “Your mother had a talent for saying things that made a person feel guilty near a geranium.”

The geranium by the door said, “Good.”

Before I could answer, the wind changed.

It came through the open window in a sudden sweep, carrying the smell of distant rain though the sky over Bellwick was clear. Every ribbon in the shop stirred. The hanging herbs turned their pale undersides. The loose petals in the tray lifted as one, spun above the table, and dropped.

Then something white fell out of the morning.

It hit the shop awning with a soft thud, slid down the striped canvas, bounced off the sill, and landed in the basket of finished clover crowns.

The sparrows screamed.

Aunt Mabel dropped the thread.

I was already moving.

The white thing struggled once, tangled itself deeper in green clover, and lay still with one wing crooked out. Not broken, I hoped. Please not broken. I scooped the crown basket closer and saw a small bird no bigger than my palm, white from beak to tail except for a faint pearly shine along its wings. Its chest moved too quickly. One black eye flashed open, bright as a bead.

“Don’t bite,” I whispered.

The bird opened its beak.

“Late,” it rasped.

I froze.

Most birds began with help, food, rude, shiny, or that cat is beneath me. I had never heard one begin with late.

Aunt Mabel came beside me, her steps careful. “Alive?”

“Yes.” I brushed clover away from the bird’s wing. “Frightened. Exhausted.”

“Late,” the bird gasped again. “Late, late, late, and he is still lost.”

The sparrows on the sill fell silent.

Even the roses stopped preening.

I cupped one hand around the bird without closing my fingers. “Who is lost?”

The bird tried to stand. Its left foot jerked, caught, and it gave a small cry.

There was something wrapped around its leg.

At first I thought it was straw. Then the morning light shifted, and the thread flashed gold.

Not yellow. Not festival ribbon. Gold, fine and bright, woven with the kind of shimmer no village dyer could make. It had twisted around the bird’s thin leg and claw, looped twice beneath the tiny scales, and knotted under a smear of dried sap.

My mouth went dry.

Aunt Mabel leaned closer. “Emilia.”

“I see it.”

“Is that—”

“I don’t know.”

But I did know enough. Everyone in Floria knew enough. Royal gold-thread ribbon was used on palace festival garlands, royal messages, ceremonial crowns, and the sort of things that did not fall into Bellwick flower baskets by accident.

The bird panted. “Don’t pull. Hurts. Don’t cut me. Don’t let the red roses do it.”

The roses bristled. “We have excellent judgment.”

“No, you don’t,” I said.

Aunt Mabel moved toward the shelf. “Use your small shears.”

I looked up.

Her face was steady now. Too steady. She took down the dark wooden box and set it on the counter between us. Neither of us opened it for half a breath.

The white bird watched the box.

“Silver,” it whispered. “Oh. You have her silver.”

Aunt Mabel’s hand stopped above the lid.

My chest tightened. “Whose silver?”

The bird’s eye blinked slowly. “Flower hands. Soft voice. Open cages.”

I forgot how to breathe for a moment.

Aunt Mabel opened the box.

Inside, wrapped in blue cloth, the shears gleamed with the soft, pale shine that never seemed to tarnish. They were small, delicate, with handles shaped like curling stems and a tiny bloom etched near the hinge. My mother had used them in the garden, at the workbench, beside sick plants, beside wedding wreaths, beside flowers too shy to open unless coaxed gently.

I picked them up.

The metal was cool at first. Then it warmed against my palm.

“Easy,” Aunt Mabel said.

“I know.”

My fingers did not feel easy.

I set the clover crowns aside one by one until the bird lay on a folded linen cloth. Its wing was not broken, only strained. A few feathers were bent, and one had a spot of blood near the base. The leg worried me more. Gold thread had bitten tight enough to leave a little red line.

“I need you to stay still,” I told the bird.

“I am a royal messenger of urgent importance,” it said. “Still is against my nature.”

“Be against your nature for ten breaths.”

“Can do seven.”

“Ten.”

“Eight and a half.”

Aunt Mabel muttered, “I like this one.”

I bent close, bringing the shears beneath the first loop. The gold thread was finer than hair but stubborn. It had caught on something sticky, perhaps resin from palace garlands or sap from a tree it had flown through. The bird trembled, and the shears trembled with it.

The daisies began to hum.

Softly at first, then the lavender joined, then the clover, then the little pot of thyme near the stove. It was not a song with words. Flowers rarely sang in proper words unless they were being theatrical. This was a low, green sound, the kind roots might make under rain.

The bird stilled.

I cut the first loop.

The gold snapped with a tiny sound.

The bird flinched but did not cry out.

“Good,” I whispered. “There. You are doing well.”

“Obviously,” it said weakly.

The second loop was worse. It had twisted under the claw, and I had to slide the tip of the shears between thread and skin without nicking either. My hand wanted to shake. I pressed my wrist against the counter to hold it steady.

Aunt Mabel laid one hand on my shoulder.

The gold thread flashed again.

A smell rose from it, faint but unmistakable: palace lilies, polished wood, rain on white stone, and some warmer scent like sunlight caught in cloth.

The bird turned its head toward me. “He tied it wrong.”

“Who did?”

“Flower crown boy.”

Aunt Mabel’s fingers tightened on my shoulder.

I swallowed. “The person who tied this ribbon?”

“Trying to fix. Trying to make it hold. Hands gentle, heart tangled.”

The shears slipped under the knot.

I cut.

The ribbon fell loose.

The white bird kicked once, stared at its freed foot, and puffed itself into a ball so round it nearly rolled off the linen.

“Free,” it said.

Something in my throat hurt.

I set the shears down carefully. “Yes. Free.”

The clover crowns rustled as if applauding.

The sparrows erupted into chatter at once.

“White bird!”

“Palace foot!”

“Gold string!”

“Important! Important!”

“Quiet!” the white bird shrieked, which came out more like a squeak. “I fell through three hedges, two laundry lines, and one very judgmental pear tree to get here. I require dignity.”

“You landed in clover,” a sparrow said.

“I chose clover.”

“You bounced.”

“With purpose.”

Despite everything, I laughed.

The bird turned its black eye on me. “You can hear me.”

“Yes.”

“Properly?”

“I think so.”

“Not just tweets and moods?”

“No.”

“Excellent.” It staggered two steps, then sat down on its own foot. “I am Pip.”

Aunt Mabel blinked. “Pip?”

I looked at her. “He says his name is Pip.”

“He?”

Pip fluffed. “Obviously.”

“I am not sure it is obvious,” I said.

“It is to refined observers.”

The roses sniffed. “Small.”

Pip twisted around. “Overdecorated shrub.”

The roses gasped in layers.

Aunt Mabel pressed her lips together in the way she did when she was trying not to laugh during serious moments. “Ask your refined visitor why he fell out of the sky wearing royal thread.”

“I did not fall,” Pip said.

“You absolutely fell,” I told him.

“I descended urgently.”

“Onto our awning.”

“Urgency has corners.”

I folded the loosened ribbon on the counter. It was no longer than my smallest finger, but it seemed to pull every gaze in the shop toward itself. Even Aunt Mabel did not joke when she looked at it.

“Pip,” I said, “did you come from the palace?”

He lifted his head.

For once, he did not answer immediately.

Outside, the festival sounds swelled again. Someone cheered near the well. A fiddle started a bright little tune and lost its way by the third line. Children shouted about flower crowns. The world kept moving, pink and yellow and green.

Inside our shop, every blossom leaned toward a small white bird on a linen cloth.

“Yes,” Pip said.

The marigolds whispered, “Sleeping.”

Pip’s feathers flattened. “The garden will not wake. I pecked the bells. I scolded the lilies. I threatened the tulips with worms.”

The tulips on our side shelf recoiled.

“That seems unnecessary,” I said.

“Tulips respond to drama.” Pip stood again, more steadily this time. “Nothing worked. The palace gardeners watered. The singers sang. The queen stood very still, which is never good. The old bloom stayed closed.”

“The Blessing Bloom?” Aunt Mabel asked.

Pip stared at her, surprised.

I was surprised too. “You know it?”

Aunt Mabel reached for a loose daisy and began stripping a damaged petal with more care than necessary. “Everyone knows of it.”

“That is not the same as knowing its name like that.”

“I listen when people talk.”

“You tell me people talk nonsense.”

“They do. Sometimes they do it usefully.”

Pip hopped closer to the folded gold ribbon. “The Blessing Bloom is not dead. Not sick. Sleeping. Holding its breath.”

My skin prickled.

“Why?” I asked.

Pip opened his beak, shut it, then looked at the flowers.

The forget-me-nots lowered their faces.

The carnations muttered, “Not ours to say.”

“That is very irritating,” I told them.

“Yes,” said the carnations. “Still true.”

Pip pecked at the linen. “He went looking.”

“Who?”

“The flower crown prince.”

The shop went so quiet that the fiddle outside sounded as though it played from another hill.

Aunt Mabel’s eyes moved to mine.

I heard my own heartbeat, too quick.

“There is no flower crown prince,” I said carefully.

Pip gave me a look of pure pity. “There is if a prince is wearing a flower crown.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“It is an excellent explanation.”

“The prince of Floria?”

Pip hopped twice, then winced when his freed leg reminded him not to be foolish. “The prince who will stand before everyone when spring crowns the city. The prince who should be in the palace. The prince who is not in the palace.”

Aunt Mabel put the daisy down. “The first prince?”

Pip ruffled. “Jul—”

He clamped his beak shut so hard I heard it click.

“Jul?” I repeated.

“No.”

“You just said Jul.”

“I coughed.”

“Birds do not cough names.”

“Important birds do.”

Aunt Mabel leaned both hands on the counter. “Pip.”

He looked at her.

She could not hear him, not the way I could, but she had spent nineteen years watching me answer things no one else heard. She knew where to aim her sternness.

“You fell into my shop,” she said. “You are sitting on my best linen. My niece has cut palace thread off your leg with her mother’s shears, and if you bleed on the clover crowns, Mrs. Pennythorn will blame us for bad luck until midsummer. Speak plainly enough for Emilia to make a decision.”

Pip stared.

Then he bowed his tiny head with surprising grace. “The flower crown prince is lost.”

The words were small. The room was not.

I looked at the gold ribbon again. “Lost where?”

Pip turned toward the open window.

The wind lifted the edge of the blue cloth in the shears box.

Beyond the lane, beyond the baker’s chimney and the mill road, beyond the last line of Bellwick cottages, the trees of the Lost Forest stood in a soft green haze. In spring, the forest looked harmless from a distance. Light leaves. White blossoms. Moss like velvet underfoot.

But every child in Bellwick knew not to enter when worried, angry, guilty, shy, lonely, lovesick, or carrying a secret larger than a walnut.

The forest liked straight hearts. Crooked ones made it playful.

“No,” I said before Pip could.

The pansies by the door whispered, “Yes.”

“No,” I told them too.

Pip puffed himself up. “He went to the Lost Forest.”

“Why would a prince go there?”

“To find the one the Blessing Bloom is waiting for.”

My hand closed around the edge of the counter. “The one?”

Pip bobbed his head. “The old bloom would not open. The garden said, find the listener. The lilies said, no, find the vow. The doves said, find the soft hands. The prince said nothing useful and went anyway.”

“That still does not explain Bellwick.”

“The forest kept moving.” Pip hopped to the window ledge, then nearly tipped over. I caught him gently and set him back on the cloth. He looked annoyed at needing help but did not bite. “I followed. Then the ribbon caught. Then a branch. Then laundry. Then pear tree. Then sky. Then clover.”

“With purpose,” I said.

“With purpose,” he insisted.

Aunt Mabel rubbed her forehead. “The prince of Floria is wandering in the Lost Forest on festival morning.”

Pip chirped once.

“A royal bird has fallen into our shop.”

Another chirp.

“The palace garden is asleep.”

Pip nodded.

“And you want Emilia to go into the forest after him.”

Pip pointed one wing at me. “She opened the cage.”

I frowned. “What cage?”

“You opened it.”

“I have opened many cages. Mostly when village children bring me beetles and claim they are pets.”

Pip shook his head hard enough to wobble. “No. Mine.”

I looked closer at him.

A white bird. Black eyes. Pearly wing edges. A sharp little beak with too much opinion. Something tugged at the back of my mind, but when I reached for it, I found only the smell of rain, the old shed behind our house, and a child’s hand fumbling with a latch.

Aunt Mabel was watching my face.

“When I was little?” I asked Pip.

“You were smaller. Hair everywhere. Knees muddy. Voice bossy.”

“That could be any year.”

“You said, birds are not buttons to keep in boxes.”

A memory opened a crack.

I saw a traveling peddler’s cage under a canvas, heard frantic wings, remembered a white blur huddled behind brass bars. I had cried so hard the peddler gave the bird to Aunt Mabel just to make me stop. Or perhaps Aunt Mabel had threatened him. That sounded more likely.

“You?” I whispered.

Pip lifted his sore foot. “Me.”

The shop blurred for half a second.

I blinked it clear. “You came back?”

“Important birds repay doors.”

The thyme sighed, “Sweet.”

The roses pretended not to be moved.

Aunt Mabel’s voice softened. “Emilia?”

I looked at the unfinished orders. The table was covered in half-made crowns. The festival would begin in earnest by midmorning. People would come laughing through the door, expecting our work to be ready. Bellwick needed ribbons, crowns, garlands, wreaths.

But the flowers had said help.

A white bird had fallen out of the sky with royal thread around his leg.

The Blessing Bloom was sleeping.

A prince was lost in the forest where hearts went in circles.

I hated that my first thought was not brave.

It was small and plain and close to home: I am a village flower crown maker. Palace troubles are too large. Princes are too far. Someone else will know what to do.

The forget-me-nots in the basin whispered, “Listen.”

I touched the blue cloth beside the shears.

My mother’s voice did not come back to me as sound. It came as hands. Soil under nails. Warm fingers guiding mine around a bruised stem. Flowers ask softly because people teach them no one is listening.

My throat tightened.

“Aunt Mabel,” I said, “I cannot leave you with all the orders.”

“You can.”

“I can’t.”

“You can, and you will feel guilty, and I will enjoy mentioning it for several years.” She picked up the daisy crown again. “Mrs. Pennythorn can wait. Mr. Honeybell can wear last year’s wreath if he must. The cow will survive undecorated until afternoon.”

“But the festival—”

“Will still be here when you return.” She tied the crown so neatly it looked as if the daisies had grown in a circle on purpose. “Take bread. Take your cloak. Take the shears.”

I stared at her. “You are letting me go into the Lost Forest after a prince because a rude bird fell on our awning.”

“I am letting you go because you have already gone in your head, and if I make you stay, you will put rosemary in the wedding crowns and lavender on the cow.” Her eyes met mine. “And because your mother would haunt my teapot if I ignored a cry for help from the palace garden.”

The kettle on the stove gave a small pop.

Aunt Mabel pointed at it. “Do not start.”

Pip hopped upright. “Good aunt.”

“I cannot hear you,” she said, “but I accept compliments in all languages.”

I took the shears and wrapped them again, then tucked them into the inner pocket of my apron. The gold ribbon lay beside the linen. I hesitated, then picked that up too.

It was lighter than it looked.

Too light for how much trouble it carried.

The moment it touched my fingers, the marigolds all turned toward me.

“Careful,” they whispered.

“With the ribbon?”

“With the heart.”

I nearly dropped it.

Pip looked smug.

“Do not start,” I told him.

“I did not say anything.”

“You looked something.”

“I have a meaningful face.”

“You have a beak.”

“A meaningful beak.”

Aunt Mabel pushed a cloth bundle into my hands. “Bread, cheese, two honey biscuits, and the little flask of mint water. If the forest moves the path, sit down and eat. Moving forests hate patient people.”

“That is not one of the official rules.”

“It is one of mine.”

She tied my cloak at my throat before I could do it myself, then retied it because apparently I had been doing it wrong my entire life. Her fingers lingered at the clasp.

“If you see palace guards, you let them do the royal worrying,” she said.

“Yes.”

“If the prince is rude, leave him with the moss.”

“Pip says he is lost, not rude.”

“Lost people can be rude. Often from embarrassment.”

Pip chirped in agreement. “Prince embarrassed often.”

I ignored the flutter in my stomach at the word prince.

Aunt Mabel turned to the bird. “And you. If you make my niece run into a bog, I will invent a pie named after you and feed it to cats.”

Pip drew himself up. “I am an expert guide.”

“He says he is an expert guide,” I said.

“That means bogs are likely.”

The sparrows on the sill burst into laughter.

I took one step toward the door, then stopped and turned back to the worktable. The half-made daisy crown still lay where I had left it. One side was full and bright. The other had a gap where the white bellflowers should go.

I picked it up.

Aunt Mabel’s brows rose. “Planning to crown the forest?”

“I don’t know.” I tucked the unfinished crown gently into my basket. “Pip said flower crown prince. If he really is wearing one, maybe flowers matter.”

“Flowers always matter,” the carnations said.

The roses said, “Especially roses.”

“No roses,” I told them.

“Coward.”

I chose a few white bellflowers, a sprig of lavender, and three little star-shaped blossoms from the tray. They murmured when I tucked them beside the crown.

“Road,” said the bellflowers.

“Forest,” said the lavender.

“Blue eyes,” whispered one of the star blossoms.

I paused. “What?”

The flower shut itself tight.

Pip suddenly became very interested in preening a wing that did not need preening.

“Pip.”

“Feather emergency.”

“What blue eyes?”

“Many people have eyes.”

“Pip.”

“Some have two.”

Aunt Mabel looked between us. “What did he say?”

“Nothing useful.”

“That means something interesting.”

I slung the basket over my arm and stepped outside before either of them could make my face warmer.

Bellwick met me in full festival color.

Every cottage wore garlands. Ribbons ran from window to window in loops of pink, yellow, green, and soft blue. The well had been wrapped in ivy and primrose. Someone had placed a flower crown on the stone pig outside the butcher’s, and the pig looked more dignified than usual. Children ran past me with crowns too large for their heads, petals sticking in their hair.

“Emilia!” Mrs. Pennythorn called from across the lane, waving a handkerchief. “Is my clover crown ready?”

“Nearly!” Aunt Mabel shouted from inside before I could answer. “Go drink tea and practice patience!”

Mrs. Pennythorn looked personally betrayed by the idea.

I slipped along the edge of the lane, Pip perched in my basket among the flowers. He had refused my shoulder because, according to him, shoulders moved too much and my hair looked like a hedge. I had not dignified that with a reply.

The village flowers spoke as I passed.

“Festival!”

“Pretty ribbon!”

“Wrong way, Emilia, the dancing is by the green!”

“East, east, east.”

“Bring sun back.”

That last one made my steps falter.

I looked down at a row of primroses along the baker’s wall. “What do you mean?”

But a boy darted between us, chasing his little sister with a crown of nettles he definitely should not have been holding. By the time I looked again, the primroses were only nodding in the breeze.

Pip clicked his beak. “Hurry.”

“I am hurrying.”

“Your legs are long. Use them better.”

“You may walk yourself if you dislike my pace.”

“My leg is injured by heroic labor.”

“You fell through laundry.”

“Heroic laundry.”

At the end of the village green, I nearly collided with Mr. Honeybell carrying an enormous tray of glazed buns. He took one look at my cloak and basket. “Delivering crowns already?”

“Something like that.”

“Tell Mabel I need the big wreath before the bell ringing.”

“I will.”

“And tell the flowers on it I want cheerful ones. Last year they judged my icing.”

“They did.”

“I knew it.”

I hurried before he could ask why a white bird was glaring at his buns.

The road curved past the last cottages, over the little stone bridge, and toward the meadows. Bellwick loosened behind me, its sounds spreading thin. Ahead, the Lost Forest waited beyond a slope of spring grass and scattered sheep.

It did not look lost.

That was the trick of it.

Sun touched the fresh leaves, turning them almost transparent. White blossoms clung to the low branches. Bluebells pooled between trunks. The path at the edge was clear, dry, and mild, as if it led to nothing more troubling than a picnic.

Pip stood in the basket, suddenly quiet.

I did not like his quiet.

“What is it?”

He tilted his head. “Listening.”

“To what?”

“The forest deciding whether to be polite.”

The trees rustled though there was no wind.

I stopped at the edge of the meadow.

My shoes were still dusted with flour from the shop floor. A bit of green thread clung to my sleeve. In my basket, an unfinished crown, bread, flowers, and a small white bird with a sore foot waited as if any of that made sense.

Behind me, Bellwick rang its first festival bell.

Ahead, a narrow path opened between the trees.

It had not been there a moment before.

The bellflowers in my basket whispered, “Now.”

I took one step, then another.

At the edge of the forest, Pip climbed onto the rim of the basket and leaned toward my ear.

“The flower crown prince is lost,” he said, softer than before. “And you have to come get him.”

The trees answered with a hush, and every bird above the path went suddenly still.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter2: The Lost Forest and the Young Man with a Flower Crown

[image: ]


The path closed behind me after my third step.

Not with a slam. Forests did not slam doors, not unless they were very rude forests, and the Lost Forest preferred to pretend it had manners. The grass simply leaned together, the white blossoms lowered their little faces, and the strip of sunlit earth I had just walked over became a soft green wall of ferns.

I turned anyway.

Bellwick was gone.

Only leaves. Only the smell of moss and damp bark. Only Pip, perched on the rim of my basket, staring ahead as if losing the village behind us was an ordinary part of a sensible morning.

I swallowed. “That was the road.”

Pip tilted his head. “Was.”

“I might need it again.”

“Later.”

“That is not comforting.”

“Roads are shy here.”

The bluebells under the nearest hazel shivered with laughter.

“Shy,” one whispered.

“Shy, shy, shy.”

“You are not helping,” I told them.

The bluebells swayed harder, pleased with themselves. The Lost Forest always had that sort of look, as though every leaf knew a joke and none of them were polite enough to tell it properly. Light fell in speckled ribbons, bright one moment and green the next. The path in front of me wound between birch trunks, split around a mossy stone, and rejoined itself in a way that made my eyes ache if I looked too long.

I took a breath and shifted the basket higher on my arm.

The unfinished daisy crown brushed my wrist. The silver shears rested warm and small in my apron pocket. Pip’s rescued foot was tucked up beneath him, though he pretended not to favor it.

“Which way?” I asked.

Pip lifted one wing, pointed left, then right, then frowned at his own wing. “Not that way.”

“You pointed two ways.”

“Both wrong.”

“That is worse than no answer.”

He hopped once, winced, and leaned forward. “The flower crown prince is not near the polite moss. He is deeper. Sadder. More brambly.”

“More brambly?”

“Lonely places grow brambles.”

A fern near my ankle sighed. “True.”

I looked down. “Do you know where he is?”

The fern curled one frond in a direction that might have meant forward, unless ferns counted sideways as forward. “Heart walking circles.”

“That sounds like him,” Pip said.

“You know him well?”

Pip fluffed his chest. “I have scolded him since he was small.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is a history.”

Before I could ask more, the path shifted.

The left fork wriggled away from under a carpet of tiny white flowers. The right fork widened, then narrowed, then filled with pink clover up to my ankles. A third path opened straight ahead between two leaning ash trees, and every flower along it turned its face toward me with a brightness too innocent to trust.

“Pretty way,” crooned the clover.

“Soft way.”

“Wrong way,” Pip snapped.

The clover gasped. “Rude bird.”

“Deceitful salad.”

I pressed my lips together, because laughing felt dangerous when the forest might take it as encouragement. “Pip, can you please not insult the ground we need to walk on?”

“The ground started it.”

“Did not,” said the clover.

“Did so.”

A spray of wild primroses near the ash trees lifted their pale faces. “Emilia, Emilia, come here. We have a secret.”

My foot moved before my sense did.

Pip jabbed my sleeve with his beak. “No.”

“Ow.”

“Secret path is not prince path.”

“But they know my name.”

“Flowers gossip faster than swallows.”

The primroses whispered louder. “Sweet secret. Pretty secret. Blue eyes.”

My face warmed despite the cool forest shade. “Why do flowers keep saying that?”

Pip became intensely occupied with scratching the rim of the basket.

“Pip.”

“Bark issue.”

“You are scratching wicker.”

“Related.”

The primroses giggled until their stems shook. A thin line of sunlight slid between the trees and lit the middle path like a ribbon laid out for a bride. It was too pretty. Far too pretty. The Lost Forest had a habit of offering exactly the sort of thing a person wanted to trust.

I stepped back.

The primroses drooped in disappointment.

“Good,” Pip said. “You can learn.”

“I learned before I met you.”

“Debatable.”

I chose neither the clover path nor the primrose path. Instead, I crouched beside a patch of moss where a narrow animal track slipped beneath the ash roots. The moss smelled clean, and the roots did not pretend not to be roots. That seemed honest enough.

“May I pass?” I asked.

The moss puffed under my fingers. “Heavy feet.”

“I will step carefully.”

“Basket heavy.”

“It contains an injured royal messenger of urgent importance.”

Pip straightened. “Accurate.”

The moss considered this. “Bird lighter if quieter.”

“I have suggested that,” I said.

Pip looked offended.

The moss parted just enough for one foot, then the next. I ducked under the ash roots and followed the little track into a cooler stretch of forest. Leaves brushed my shoulders. My skirt caught twice on bramble hooks, and both times the brambles let go when I asked, though one muttered, “Soft cloth, easy snag, not my fault.”

The forest smelled different here. Less sun. More rain hidden in bark. A small stream ran somewhere nearby, though I could not see it. Birds called from high branches, but none flew close. That worried me more than the moving paths. Bellwick birds had opinions about everything. Silent birds meant either a hawk, a cat, or something they did not want to be blamed for.

“Pip,” I whispered.

“Mm?”

“The other birds are quiet.”

“They are watching.”

“Watching what?”

He turned his head toward a cluster of young rowan trees.

I followed his gaze.

At the base of the trees, a tiny yellow flower lay bent nearly flat beneath a fallen twig. Its petals trembled with the sort of thin, breathless sound flowers made when they were trying not to complain because they thought no one would care.

“Oh,” I said.

Pip groaned. “We are in a hurry.”

“It is trapped.”

“The prince is also trapped.”

“This will take one moment.”

“Moments are how forests win.”

I set the basket down on a dry patch of leaves and knelt beside the yellow flower. “Hello.”

The flower gave a weak twitch. “Not dramatic. I am not dramatic.”

“I did not say you were.”

“Twig attacked.”

“I can see that.”

“From above. Coward twig.”

The twig was no thicker than my finger, but it had pinned the flower at an awkward angle. I lifted it gently, freeing the stem. The flower sprang up, wobbled, and then leaned against its nearest leaf with great dignity.

“Alive,” it announced.

“Very alive,” I said.

“Pretty rescuer.”

“Thank you.”

Pip clicked his beak. “Do not encourage vanity.”

The flower ignored him and brushed pollen onto my sleeve. “Lost boy sat near here.”

I froze with my hand still above the twig. “The prince?”

The yellow flower tilted. “Boy with crown. No crown on head. Crown in hands. Looked at it like it bit him.”

Pip leaned so far over the basket rim that the whole basket tipped. I caught it just in time.

“When?” he demanded.

“Sun lower. Not long. Maybe before squirrel argument.”

“That is not a time.”

“Squirrel argument was loud.”

From above, a squirrel chattered angrily, as if still involved.

I leaned closer. “Which way did he go?”

The yellow flower turned toward the stream sound. “Water asked. He followed. Then stopped. Then followed not.”

“Because the forest moved?”

“Because his feet did. His heart did not.”

Pip’s feathers flattened.

I thanked the flower and rose. My knees were damp from moss. A streak of soil marked my skirt. Aunt Mabel would click her tongue, then pretend not to be pleased if the stain proved difficult.

The animal track bent toward the stream. I followed it, the basket tucked close. Pip stayed quiet for several breaths, which made me glance at him more than once.

“What?” he said finally.

“You are quiet.”

“I can be quiet.”

“No, you cannot.”

“I am choosing to be mysterious.”

“You are worried.”

His beak opened. Closed. His black eye turned away. “He should not be alone in this forest.”

The words were small enough that I almost stepped on them.

I walked more carefully.

The stream appeared between two banks of fern, narrow and quick over smooth stones. A cluster of white butterflies lifted when I approached. On the far side, the path continued under an arch of dogwood branches, but the water crossed my way without a bridge.

“That is inconvenient,” I said.

The stream chattered over the stones. “Cold toes, cold toes.”

“I would rather not.”

“Jump,” Pip said.

“With a basket and a bird?”

“Gracefully.”

“I am not sure you have met me.”

A flat stone near the middle of the stream lifted half an inch from the water. Then another surfaced, and another, slick with moss and silver light.

The stream giggled. “Step, step, step.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you helping or tricking?”

“Yes,” said the stream.

“That is also not comforting.”

Pip fluttered his wings. “I will supervise.”

“You cannot even supervise your own landing.”

“I was ambushed by laundry.”

I picked my way across the stones. The first held steady. The second dipped just enough to send cold water over the side of my shoe. I hissed and grabbed at a hanging branch. The branch lowered at once, and its leaves brushed my knuckles like a hand.

“Sorry,” the stream sang.

“You are not sorry.”

“Not very.”

By the time I reached the far bank, one shoe was wet, the hem of my skirt had collected three burrs, and Pip was trying not to laugh so hard that his feathers shook.

“Do not,” I warned.

He made a strangled peep.

I looked at him.

He peeped again.

Then the dogwood blossoms overhead burst into soft, powdery laughter, and I had to laugh too because my left foot squelched with every step and the forest seemed delighted by it.

The laughter loosened something in my chest. Only a little. Enough to breathe.

Beyond the stream, the woods opened into a glade scattered with fallen nest grass, bits of wool, and pale down. A half-built nest had tumbled from a low branch and spilled its contents over the ground.

The birds above the glade were not silent now.

They were arguing.

“My twig.”

“Wrong twig.”

“Too much sheep.”

“Not enough sheep.”

“Egg soon, egg soon, hurry!”

A round brown wren bounced on a branch in distress, her tail flicking. Beside her, another wren held a piece of straw and looked as if he regretted every decision that had led to that moment.

I glanced at Pip.

He stared ahead with great resolve. “No.”

“The nest fell.”

“We are in a hurry.”

“There may be eggs soon.”

Pip shut his eyes. “You are impossible.”

“It will take one moment.”

“You said that last time.”

“And we learned something.”

He opened one eye. “Fine. But be efficient. Heroically efficient.”

I set the basket down again and gathered the fallen nest material. The wrens shouted instructions without agreeing on any of them. The moss preferred the soft wool tucked to the left. The branch insisted the nest had leaned too far outward. The wind denied all responsibility.

I found the trouble quickly: the fork in the branch was too shallow, and one side of the nest had been built against a twig that had cracked. I could not repair the branch, but I could help wedge the nest farther in, using a loop of fallen grass to bind it lightly around a sturdier knob.

“May I?” I asked the tree.

The dogwood considered. “Gentle fingers.”

“I will be careful.”

“Silver in pocket?”

I touched the place where the shears rested. “Yes.”

“Old silver. Good.”

The bark warmed under my palm.

I climbed onto a root, stretched up, and tucked the nest into place. The mother wren hopped so close to my hand that her feathers brushed my thumb.

“Good? Good? Good?”

“Better,” I said. “Do not build so far out next time.”

She rounded on the other wren. “Told you.”

He dropped the straw.

Something bright caught under the fallen nest grass near my shoe.

For one ridiculous second, I thought of the royal ribbon, and my heart jumped. But this was not gold thread. It was a petal, long and pale, with a faint blue line down the center. I had never seen a flower like it in Bellwick.

The petal twitched when I picked it up.

“Palace,” it whispered.

I held it very still. “You came from the palace garden?”

“Wind took. Bird took. Boy took. Lost.”

Pip hopped down into the basket, all jokes gone. “That petal was near him?”

The petal curled toward the deeper trees. “He carried old crown. Crown carried waiting. Waiting carried this.”

I looked at the unfinished daisy crown in my basket, then at the pale petal on my palm. “Is this from the Blessing Bloom?”

The petal did not answer.

It grew colder against my skin.

I slipped it carefully into the blue cloth beside the shears. Pip watched every movement. The wrens, finished with their panic, began stuffing wool into their repaired nest and arguing about the shape.

“Thank you,” the mother wren chirped between beakfuls.

“You are welcome.”

“Lost boy went under green arch.”

“What green arch?”

She pointed with her tail.

At the far side of the glade, two slender trees bent toward each other, their leaves knitting into an arch that had not been there when I first entered. Pale flowers hung from it, closed and listening.

Pip climbed back to the basket rim. “That way.”

“You are sure?”

“No.” He lifted his beak. “But the forest is too pleased with itself, so yes.”

I stepped beneath the green arch.

The air changed at once.

The festival sounds had already vanished, but now even the small noises of the forest softened. My wet shoe stopped squelching. Pip’s claws made no sound on the wicker. The light thinned into a green-gold glow, and every breath tasted faintly of apple blossoms though there were no apple trees around us.

The path curved left.

Then it curved left again.

Then again.

After the fourth left turn, I stopped.

Pip looked at me. “Problem?”

“We are walking in a circle.”

“Maybe a meaningful circle.”

“It is still a circle.”

A cluster of violets beneath a fallen log trembled with laughter.

“Round and round,” they whispered.

“Girl with basket. Bird with pride. Round and round.”

I put my hands on my hips. “We do not have time for this.”

The violets giggled.

Pip leaned down toward them. “The prince is lost. This is serious.”

“Prince says not lost,” one violet said.

“Prince says nothing wrong,” another added.

“Prince says thank you to trees.”

“Polite lost,” a third whispered.

My pulse kicked. “He was here?”

“Near.”

“When?”

“Before girl with basket. After beetle. During cloud.”

I closed my eyes for one breath.

Forest time was not time. It was gossip arranged in leaves.

“Where is he now?” I asked.

The violets lowered their purple faces, suddenly shy. “Where quiet grows.”

Pip’s voice softened. “I told you. More lonely place.”

The path beneath my feet loosened, the packed earth breaking into patches of moss and fern. A narrow opening appeared between thorny bushes ahead. Not brambles exactly. Rose canes, I thought, though wild and pale green, with tiny buds shut tight along their stems.

The opening was just wide enough for me if I turned sideways.

The roses said nothing.

That was worse than if they had insulted my dress.

I touched one thorn carefully. “May I pass?”

A bud near my hand shivered. “Do you prick?”

“No.”

“Do you cut?”

“Only when needed.”

“Do you leave?”

“When I should.”

A thorn drew back.

Another followed.

Slowly, the canes loosened their grip and made a gap.

Pip leaned close to my ear. “Be careful. These roses like honest answers.”

“I noticed.”

“Do not say you are not afraid.”

“I am afraid.”

The rosebud nearest my cheek opened one petal. “Good.”

I stepped through.

The thorns brushed my sleeves, my skirt, my basket, but did not tear them. On the other side, the forest dropped into a hollow where the air lay still. Tall trees circled it like people trying not to interrupt. Moss covered the ground in thick green folds. White flowers grew everywhere, small and star-shaped, most of them closed.

In the middle of the hollow, sitting on a fallen tree with a crown of half-woven flowers in his hands, was a young man.

He looked up.

For a moment, I forgot the basket on my arm, the damp shoe, the talking roses, the white bird at my side, and every sensible word I had meant to say.

He had soft golden hair, a little mussed from the forest, with a leaf caught near his temple. His clothes were travel-worn but fine in the small ways villagers noticed before nobles did: good stitching, clean boots despite the mud, a cloak clasp shaped like a tiny silver feather. His face was not smiling, not at first. Tired, yes. Thoughtful. Caught somewhere between apology and relief.

And his eyes were blue.

Not just blue. Spring-sky blue, the kind Bellwick children tried to paint on festival eggs and always made too bright.

The star blossom in my basket whispered, smugly, “Blue eyes.”

I tightened my grip on the handle. “Quiet.”

The young man blinked. “Pardon?”

I nearly dropped the basket.

Pip made a strangled sound that might have been laughter or pain.

“I was speaking to the flower,” I said, which was true and also not a helpful first thing to say to a stranger alone in a magic forest.

The young man looked at the basket, then at the flowers, then back at me. To his credit, he did not step away. “I see.”

“You probably do not.”

“No,” he admitted. “But I am trying to be polite.”

That should not have made me smile. It did.

Pip puffed himself tall. “Found him.”

The young man’s gaze snapped to the bird. “Pip?”

There was so much relief in his voice that my fingers went slack around the basket.

Pip lifted one wing as if receiving applause. “Alive. Injured. Heroic. Underappreciated.”

The young man stood too quickly, and the half-made flower crown slipped from his hands. He caught it before it hit the moss. “You are hurt.”

“I was betrayed by ribbon.”

“You were supposed to stay in the garden.”

“You were supposed to stay in the palace.”

They stared at each other.

The young man sighed first.

I looked between them. “So you know each other.”

The young man’s eyes came back to me. “Yes. Pip has been scolding me for years.”

“History,” Pip said.

“I am beginning to understand that.”

The young man stepped closer, then stopped as if remembering himself. “Thank you for helping him.”

His voice was warm and low, and the thanks in it was not polished smooth. It caught on something real. I looked down at Pip’s little bandaged foot because looking at the stranger’s face seemed suddenly difficult.

“He fell into our clover crowns,” I said. “It was hard to ignore.”

“I descended,” Pip muttered.

“He descended into our clover crowns.”

The young man’s mouth curved.

The hollow changed.

Not much. A closed white flower near his boot loosened one petal, then seemed to think better of it.

I noticed. So did Pip.

The young man did not.

“I am Julian,” he said.

Only Julian.

No title, no family name, no explanation for the fine clasp or the royal bird or the gold thread now tucked in my basket. The name stood between us like a gate left half open.

I should have pushed. Aunt Mabel would have. She would have planted both hands on her hips and asked why a young man named only Julian was in the Lost Forest on festival morning with palace ribbon and a bird who said prince.

Instead I looked at the flower crown in his hands.

It was terrible.

Not hopeless. But terrible.

Daisies faced the wrong way, two stems stuck out like startled whiskers, and a loop of ribbon had been tied so tightly that one poor violet had bent nearly in half. The flowers were trying very hard to be brave about it.

“Pain,” the violet squeaked.

My hand twitched.

Julian looked down and followed my gaze. A faint flush touched the top of his cheekbones. “Ah. This is not finished.”

“That is kind of the flowers.”

His mouth opened, then he looked at the crown more closely. “Is it bad?”

I tried to be gentle. “It is sincere.”

Pip burst into a chirp.

Julian winced. “That means bad.”

“It means sincere,” I said again, because it was not my place to insult a stranger’s flower crown in the middle of a forest that liked honest answers.

The violet in the crown whispered, “Help.”

I gave up. “May I?”

Julian held it out at once.

Our fingers almost touched around the crown.

Almost was enough to make the nearby flowers lean in.

I took the crown carefully and sat on the edge of the fallen tree, leaving a proper space between us. The woven circle was warm from his hands. Up close, I saw he had tried to use the old village pattern, over-under-twist, but he had pulled each stem too tight, as if afraid the whole thing would fall apart if he loosened his grip.

“You are strangling them,” I said.

Julian sat beside me, not too close. “That was not my intention.”

“Flowers know that. They are complaining anyway.”

“I wish I could apologize properly.”

“You can apologize without hearing them.”

He glanced at me.

I focused on the bent violet. “People do it all the time.”

Julian’s hands rested on his knees. Fine hands, but not soft in the useless way I had expected from someone connected to the palace. There were faint scratches on his knuckles, a bit of green stain near one thumb, and dirt beneath one nail.

“You can hear them,” he said.

“Yes.”

“The flowers.”

“And birds.”

“And they answer?”

“When they feel like it.”

Pip clicked his beak. “Which is often if the news is embarrassing.”

I ignored him and loosened the ribbon around the violet. The flower sighed so dramatically that two daisies rolled their eyes.

Julian watched my hands with careful attention. Not impatient. Not merely polite. He watched as though each small movement mattered.

I was not used to that.

At our shop, people admired finished crowns. They praised color, shape, neatness. They rarely watched the making unless they were children or very lonely old women who liked to sit near the stove and talk about husbands buried under apple trees.

Julian watched the work.

“The stems need room to breathe,” I said, because silence had begun to feel too full. “If you pull too hard, the crown looks neat for a moment, then wilts before noon.”

He nodded. “So too tight is worse than a little uneven.”

“Usually.”

The white flowers around the hollow murmured.

“Too tight,” they whispered.

“Poor boy.”

“Heart knots.”

Julian’s brow creased. “What did they say?”

I should have lied, or softened it, or pretended I had not heard. But the roses at the entrance were still watching, and honest answers seemed safer here.

“They said the crown was too tight.”

His mouth tilted. “Only the crown?”

The flowers went suddenly busy looking innocent.

Pip muttered, “Not road lost.”

I shot him a look.

Julian caught the movement. “Pip said something.”

“Pip says many things.”

“Were any of them kind?”

“No.”

“That sounds like him.”

Pip fluffed. “I am honest.”

“You are loud,” I said.

The hollow eased around us. A bird high above gave one tentative note. Then another answered, farther away. The silence did not break all at once; it thinned.

I fixed the crown as best I could. Not fully. It was still his work, and I did not want to remake it into mine. I loosened the tight loops, turned the daisies outward, tucked the violet where it could lift its face, and rewove the ribbon through the stems with a lighter hand.

The ribbon was old.

Not the gold thread from Pip’s leg. This one was pale, faded from some color I could not name, and soft at the edges. Yet when it moved between my fingers, the silver shears in my pocket warmed.

I glanced down.

Julian noticed. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” I touched the ribbon again. “This is old.”

“Yes.”

His voice closed a little.

The flowers around the hollow leaned nearer. Pip stared at the ribbon and said nothing.

I waited, but Julian only looked at the crown.

“You do not have to tell me,” I said.

“I know.” He took a breath. “I have had it since I was young.”

“A gift?”

“I think so.” His thumb rubbed at a scratch on his knuckle. “From someone kind.”

The simple words made the white flowers soften. One opened halfway, then stopped.

I handed the crown back before I could ask anything else.

Julian accepted it with both hands. “Thank you.”

“It will last longer now.”

“That is good. I am not sure it has served its purpose yet.”

“What purpose?”

He looked toward the closed white flowers. “I was hoping the forest might know.”

The answer made no sense and too much sense at once.

Pip gave a tiny huff. “He is doing that thing.”

“What thing?” I asked.

“Answering beside the answer.”

Julian looked at him. “I can guess what you said.”

“Good,” Pip said. “Improve.”

I stood, brushing moss from my skirt. “Julian, are you lost?”

“No.”

Every flower in the hollow whispered, “Yes.”

He looked around, startled by the sudden rustle.

I pressed my fingers to my mouth.

He stared at me. “They answered that.”

“Yes.”

“What did they say?”

The violets, who had recovered enough to be rude, whispered, “Lost, lost, lost.”

“The flowers think you are lost.”

“I know where I am.”

The moss under his boots puffed. “No.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “The moss disagrees.”

Julian looked down at his boots. “I know where my feet are.”

“That is not always the same thing in this forest.”

His gaze lifted to mine.

There was a tiredness in him I had not seen at first. It sat behind the polite expression, tucked away like a bruise under a sleeve. He held the flower crown carefully now, lighter than before, but his shoulders carried something no flower crown maker could loosen with thread.

“I did not mean to trouble anyone,” he said.

“That is a thing people say right before troubling everyone.”

Pip made a delighted chirp.

Julian blinked.

I heard my own words a breath too late and felt heat crawl up my neck. “Sorry. That was Aunt Mabel. I mean, it sounded like her. I mean—”

“No,” Julian said, and this time he did smile properly. “It was fair.”

The smile did not make him look less tired.

That was worse somehow.

I shifted the basket on my arm. “Pip came for me because the palace garden is asleep.”

The smile faded.

“So he said,” I added.

Julian’s fingers tightened around the crown. The violet squeaked.

He loosened his grip at once. “Sorry.”

The violet gave a wounded sniff.

“You know about the garden,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And the Blessing Bloom.”

He looked away.

The forest held its breath around the name.

“I know it has not opened,” he said.

“Pip said you came to find the one it is waiting for.”

Pip coughed.

Julian turned sharply toward him. “Pip.”

“She cut ribbon off my leg. I was vulnerable.”

“You were talkative.”

“I contain multitudes.”

I looked between them again. Their argument should have been funny. It was, a little. But Julian’s face had changed at the words, and the closed flowers nearest him tucked themselves tighter.

“You do not have to explain everything,” I said, though every part of me wanted him to explain at least enough that I could stop feeling as if I had stepped into a song halfway through the melody.

He glanced at me. “That is generous.”

“It is practical. The forest is moving, your bird is hurt, and I left twenty-three festival crowns unfinished.”

His eyes widened. “You left festival work?”

“Yes.”

“Because of Pip?”

“Because he was tangled in royal ribbon and shouting about a lost flower crown prince.”

Pip lifted his beak. “A compelling case.”

Julian lowered his gaze to the crown in his hands. “I am sorry.”

“You already said thank you.”

“This is different.”

The way he said it made the hollow seem smaller.

I looked down at the moss. A tiny white flower near my shoe had opened fully without my noticing. Its petals were thin as milk. At the center, a yellow dot shone like a speck of candlelight.

“Why is the forest keeping you here?” I asked.

Julian took a moment to answer. “It does not like my answers.”

“What did it ask?”

His mouth curved without humor. “Where I wished to go.”

“And what did you say?”

“Back.”

The moss rustled.

I waited.

Julian turned the crown slowly between his fingers. “Then the path brought me here.”

The white flowers whispered together.

“Not back.”

“Not forward.”

“Round.”

“Heart closed.”

Pip leaned toward me. “Ask him again.”

I shook my head slightly.

Julian saw. “What is he telling you?”

“To ask you again.”

His blue eyes held mine. “Will you?”

The question should have been simple.

I looked at the strange hollow, the closed flowers, the old ribbon, the bird who had fallen from the sky, and the young man who said he was not lost while every leaf disagreed.

“Where do you wish to go?” I asked.

Julian’s fingers stilled.

A bird called once overhead. The sound dropped into the hollow and vanished.

“I do not know,” he said.

The forest exhaled.

Every closed white flower trembled.

Pip went very still.

I had expected another careful answer, another polite step around the truth. Instead the words sat between us bare and awkward. Julian looked as if he had surprised himself more than me.

I did not know what to do with that.

So I bent and picked a burr from my skirt.

“That is a better answer,” I said.

His laugh came out soft and unsteady. “Is it?”

“In this forest? Probably.”

A path opened at the far side of the hollow.

It did not appear with a shimmer or a song. One moment there were ferns and shadow, and the next there was a strip of earth leading between two old beeches. The white flowers along it remained closed, but they turned their faces toward us.

Pip puffed. “See? Improved.”

Julian looked at the path, then at me. “You know how to leave?”

“No.”

“That is reassuring.”

“I know how to ask flowers. That is not the same thing.”

“It may be better than what I have managed.”

The words were mild. His eyes were not.

I looked away first and regretted it because the star blossoms in my basket immediately began whispering.

“Warm face.”

“Warm ears.”

“Blue eyes.”

“I will compost you,” I whispered.

Julian glanced at my basket. “Should I ask?”

“No.”

Pip chirped. “The flowers are teasing her because she thinks your eyes are—”

I clapped a hand over his beak.

Too late.

Julian’s brows lifted.

Pip squirmed under my fingers, making muffled outraged sounds. I lowered my hand only when I trusted him not to finish.

He glared at me. “Suppression.”

“Wisdom.”

Julian looked away, but not fast enough to hide the color at his ears.

The forest, traitorous and delighted, sent a soft scatter of petals from somewhere above. Three landed in my hair. One landed on Julian’s shoulder.

He picked it off and held it in his palm. “Are the flowers always like this?”

“Worse during festivals.”

“It is a festival morning.”

“Yes.”

“Then I should be grateful they are only throwing petals.”

“They may be warming up.”

We started toward the new path.

Julian walked beside me, close enough that I could hear the faint brush of his cloak against leaves, not close enough to touch. Pip settled in the basket and pretended to lead, though the path did not give him much choice.

The beeches ahead stood tall and quiet. Their roots crossed the ground like sleeping animals. As we passed between them, one root lifted slightly.

“Step high,” I said.

Julian looked down just in time and stepped over it.

“Thank you.”

“The root warned me.”

He glanced back at it. “Thank you as well.”

The beech leaves rustled, pleased.

I watched him from the corner of my eye. He thanked trees as though it did not matter whether they heard. He carried a badly made flower crown as if it were delicate glass. He wore travel clothes too fine for a wanderer and too rumpled for someone trying to impress anyone. Pip knew him. Palace ribbon had found him. The forest called him lost. My flowers had called him blue-eyed before I saw him.

I did not ask the question sitting on my tongue.

If he wanted to be only Julian in this forest, I could let him be only Julian a little longer.

The path sloped downward.

A small cluster of mushrooms blocked the way, red-capped and smug.

“No boots,” one said.

Julian stopped. “Did something speak?”

“The mushrooms.”

“What did they say?”

“They dislike boots.”

His expression turned solemn. “My apologies.”

The mushrooms did not move.

I crouched. “We need to pass.”

“No boots,” they repeated.

“Would you prefer we step on you barefoot?”

A pause.

“Boots careful.”

“Thank you.”

We stepped around them, careful not to crush a single cap. Julian waited until I passed first, then followed, lifting his cloak away from a fern before it snagged. The movement was small. So small I almost missed it. But the fern whispered, “Kind hands,” and I heard it.

Past the mushrooms, the forest brightened. The white flowers grew thicker here, though most were still shut. Little birds began to flit from branch to branch. Not close, but close enough to stare. Pip ignored them with the air of someone very important pretending not to notice an audience.

Julian looked up. “Are they watching because of Pip?”

“Partly.”

“And the other part?”

“They like gossip.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“Yes.”

He smiled again, a quick one this time.

The path forked around a pool of sunlight. One way dipped into a tunnel of green leaves. The other climbed over roots toward a patch of open sky. I stopped and listened.

The flowers on the lower path hummed a soft, coaxing tune.

“Easy way.”

“Sweet shade.”

“Rest.”

The upper path had only one white blossom growing beside a root. It was half-closed, its stem bent toward the hill.

“Up,” it whispered.

Pip frowned. “Lower looks easier.”

“That is suspicious.”

“Everything here is suspicious.”

Julian looked from one path to the other. “Which do you hear more clearly?”

“The lower path wants us.”

“That seems good.”

“In the Lost Forest, wanting too loudly is often bad.”

The single white blossom trembled. “Up.”

I stepped toward it.

The lower path burst into offended murmurs.

“Rude girl.”

“Tired feet.”

“Wet shoe.”

I ignored the wet shoe comment because it was accurate and therefore unkind.

Julian followed without complaint. The upward path was narrow and crossed by roots. Twice I had to catch my skirt. Once Julian reached out as if to help, then stopped before touching me.

I noticed the stopping more than I would have noticed the help.

A loose strand of my hair caught on a twig. Before I could reach it, Julian lifted the twig away without touching the hair itself.

“There,” he said.

“Thank you.”

The word came out smaller than I wanted.

Pip made a soft chirp that sounded dangerously pleased.

At the top of the rise, the trees opened just enough to show a slice of sky. It was late morning blue now, bright and clean above the forest. Bellwick’s festival bells did not reach here, but a faint sound drifted from somewhere far off: bird song, many voices, not quite a melody.

Julian stood beside me, looking up.

For the first time since I had found him, his face looked younger. Not younger in years, exactly. Less held in place.

“Do you miss it?” I asked.

“The sky?”

“The place you came from.”

He took a breath. “Sometimes.”

The answer did not fit the question neatly.

I waited.

He glanced at me. “I miss parts of it. A certain garden in the morning. A fountain that splashes too much if the wind is wrong. A bird who steals crumbs from important tables.”

Pip looked proud.

Julian’s fingers brushed the old ribbon on his flower crown. “Other parts feel less easy to miss.”

“The parts with people expecting things?”

He looked at me then, and the blue of his eyes did something foolish to my breathing.

“Yes,” he said.

The white blossom beside the root opened one petal.

“Sorry
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